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WHEN ELSIE SPEER TAUGHT
AT PLEASANT VIEW SCHOOL

BETSY JOHNSON

FORT HAYS STATE UNIVERSITY
FALL 1993

CHAPTER II:

INTERVIEW WITH ELSIE SPEER

Pleasant View School was a one-room schoolhouse
nine miles south of Dighton, Kansas.

In the late 1950's

the school board, one of whose members was J.C. Johnston,
hired a young woman named Carolyn Adams to teach for
the coming term.
Elsie Johnston, J.C.'s daughter, had graduated
from Kansas State University in June, 1958, with a

B.s.

in Business.

She returned to her hometown of

Dighton, and went to work in the bank.

Over the next

two years, Carolyn and Elsie became good friends.
When Carolyn announced in the spring of 1960 that
she was taking a job at a larger school, (a two-room
schoolhouse,) she talked to Elsie about the job at
Pleasant View and, as Elsie remembered, "It sounded
good--the salary, the vacation time, the students--it
sounded good, so I applied for it."

She was hired for

$6,000 a year, a "generous salary."
Since she had graduated with a degree in business,
Elsie had to take six hours in education in order to
teach that fall.

With these six hours she could get

a One Year Degree P rovisional teaching certificate,
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so in May 1960, she quit her job at the bank and went
back to Kansas State University.

Teachers were being

required to take psychology, but Elsie had already had
this class for part of her

B.s.

The following summer Elsie transferred to Fort Hays
State University as her parent college.

Each summer

while she was teaching she would have to take eight hours
of education classes so she could get her certificate
renewed.

One of those summers Elsie went to Europe, and

was allowed five hours credit for this educational trip.
The summer of 1960, while Elsie was taking classes
in methods and theory at K-State, the school board at
Pleasant View was "optimistically" doubling the size
of the school.

They built two bathrooms to replace the

two outdoor toilets, a big closet, and a kitchen.
The kitchen was built in hopes of starting a hot lunch
program, ("the mothers got tired of packing lunches
every morning,") but there was no money for a stove
or refrigerator,
never to be.

ano

the

hot lunch program was

The kitchen was used as a storeroom

and occasionally as a "rehersal" room.
Water was supplied by a well.

It was pumped by an

electric motor and stored in a cistern.

A hand pump

in the schoolhouse was used to draw the water for
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drinking and washing up.

When the school board remodeled

the small school in 1960, they removed the hand pump
and plumbed the facility for running water--adding
faucets and a drinking fountain.

The school had been

built in the early twenties, and the hand pump had been
the water source for those years.
The cost of the remodeling used all the money
that the district had until tax money and state aid
money came in.

And so, to pay Elsie her first paycheck,

the board had to go to the bank and sign a note to get
the funds for her salary.
On September 5, 1960, Elsie Beth Johnston began
teaching.

That first year she had twenty students,

representing eight families.

She had two students

in the first grade, four in the second grade, three in
the third grade, three in the fourth grade, three in the
fifth grade, two in the sixth grade, two in the seventh
grade, and one in the eighth grade.
grade students,

a

girl,

went

One of the seventh

through all eight grades

being the only student in her class with the exception
of this one year.
The youngest student that Elsie ever taught was
five years old at the beginning of school, and she
soon turned six.

Her oldest student was fourteen.
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When Elsie resigned, four years later, the school
served only five or six families, and the number of
students had fallen to fifteen, representing six of the
eight grades.
Els ie drove to school, a distance of one mile.
She lived where she had lived since she was nine
years old--on the family farm.

Pleasant View School was,

a~ a matter of fact, the school which Elsie herself had
attended, and her mother and aunt before her.

Her

grandfather had been on the school board, as her father
was later, before she began teaching.
As a teacher it was Elsie's responsibility to
decide when the weather warranted early dismissal.
"Sometimes I would look out the window in the morning
and wonder if we would get in a full day of school,"
Elsie said .

And if it started to snow and looked like

a blizzard was coming in, or if it had been raining and
the roads were getting bad, she would dismiss school.
The students would call their parents to come pick them
up.

Sometimes a mother would call and say, "It's looking

pretty bad over here," and so school would be let out.
The day began when Elsie arrived at eight o'clock .
The school had had a gas furnace for some time, and
during the 1960 remodeling a new one was installed, so
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the building was warm when she arrived.

Elsie remembers

hearing her Aunt Helen, who taught at Pleasant View in
the 1940 1 s, talk about trying to get the coal started
on winter mornings in the freezing room when the school
was heated with a coal stove.
Shortly after Elsie arrived, students began to come,
and classes officially began at 8:30 with the pledge
of allegiance .

This was followed by a short period of

stretching and other exercises, and on many mornings,
singing .

Then classes began.

Reading, social studies, health, writing, spelling,
phonics, science, and art were all taught, although not
every subject was taught every day.

For instance art,

("my least favorite!") was taught only on Fridays.
During the morning, while students in one grade
came up to the desk to go through a lesson with her-reading, for instance--the other students would be
working on assignments in other subjects.

The two

subjects that all eight grades did together were phonics
and art.

"It was quite a challenge to find art projects

easy enough for the first graders but interesting enough
for the eighth graders," Elsie recalled.
At mid-morning and mid-afternoon the students had
fifteen minute recesses, and from noon until one o'clock
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was lunch hour.

The students brought their lunches in

lunchboxes, most of them black, and ate at their desks.
They would bring hot chocolate, milk, or KOol-:Aid in
their thermoses.

When they finished eating there was

time for a noon recess--after clean-up.
so messy!" Elsie laughed.
you this messy at home?

"They were

"One day I asked them 'Are
When you finish eating at home

are there scraps and crumbs all over the floor?'"
After surveying the floor they answered, "No."
"Well," Elsie said, "Let's do something about it."
And after that, in addition to eating more neatly, two
students would sweep up each day after the noon meal.
In assigning students to this task Elsie picked one
from the first through fourth grades, and paired him
with one from the fifth through eighth grades.
This selection and pairing worked well, as she had
used it for other activities such as the exercise period
at the beginning of the day.

While listening to one

grade's recitations, sometimes the other students would
be paired with the older one helping the younger.
On nice days the children played outside.
school had swings and a teeter-totter.

The

Some of the

children would play on those, but mostly the children,
all eight grades, played together.

Their favorite

11

game was King's Base.

If the weather were such that

they had to stay in the building, they liked to play May I?.
Rattlesnakes would often be found in the school
yard when Elsie was a student at Pleasant View.

However

when the old barn, which had been built at the same
time as the school and which stood next to the school
building, was torn down they never saw any more rattlesnakes.

During the years that Elsie taught, only

once did the children see a snake , and it "was a little
thing, about a foot long--not a rattlesnake," that
was scared of the kids. " It crawled under the school
building and we never saw it again."
Elsie said that many of the one-room schoolhouses
with which she was familiar had barns.

When these schools

were first built many students rode horses to school,
as Elsie and her brother did during her first few
grades.

After that a neighbor , driving a horse and buggy

to take his own children to school, would pick her up.
With horses being the primary mode of transportation
in those years, barns were necessary to shelter them.
School let out at 3 :3 0 with the last fifteen minutes
spent tidying up the schoolroom.

Working again in pairs,

the students would help sweep, dust , clean the blackboards,
straighten the room, and clean the sinks in the bathrooms.
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Since keeping the school clean was one of Elsie's
responsibilities, she hired a woman to come over every
Friday afternoon and mop the floors, go over the bathrooms,
and "do a good cleaning."

Then each summer, before

school started, the parents would all get together and
do a thorough cleaning of the school and grounds.

Part

of this routine was cleaning the furnace, but one summer
the furnace was overlooked.
"The superintendent came out twice in the four
years that I was there, and the state fire marshal! came
once.

One morning I got a phone call from the superintendent

saying that the fire marshall was on his way out.

The

first thing I thought of was the fire drill--we
hadn't had any!

So I got the kids around and we practiced

the fire drill.
"Well the fire marshal! arrived and as soon as he
stepped in the door he began sniffing the air.
We couldn't imagine what he was doing when he announced,
'Mice!

You've got mice!'

"I think our mouths probably dropped open in surprise-but sure enough, that summer when they cleaned the school,
the furnace had been overlooked, and there in the
furnace was a little nest of pink, naked mice!
"And he did ask about a fire drill, and I was able
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to tell him that yes, we had practiced a fire drill."
All of the children in Elsie's school lived on
farms.

Some families would move in to work for a farmer,

and after a year or two would move on.

So every year

usually saw a turnover of two or three students.
Many times these children required extra time and
attention.

"They didn't seem to have been worked with

at home," Elsie said.

"I don't think they had been

read to or helped with their schoolwork, and sometimes
discipline was a problem.

They didn't seem to be

accustomed to sitting still, working on their assignments,
and so on."
Every now and then a student would talk back or
challenge her authority, but Elsie added that it didn't
happen very often.

"I suppose every teacher is going

to have some of that."
During her four years at Pleasant View, Elsie had
two students who would probably be in Special Education
today.

There were each there for only a year or two.

One was a girl who was a "slow learner."

She was in

the seventh grade, but doing fifth grade work.

However

she was no problem, she only required extra time.
little boy, though, was another story.

A

He seemed unable

to grasp what was being taught and would become very
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frustrated in trying to do the work.

"I think he would

get so frustrated because he couldn't get it," Elsie said,
in explaining his disruptive behavior.

However he liked

to color, and so in the end Elsie let him spend a lot of
time coloring.

After he was there for a year, his family

moved away.
The first graders were the hardest to teach because
it was all new to them. ·

They took more time than other

classes since they had to be trained in the routine of
the school, in addition to their lessons.

However the older

children would help.
"It took awhile for them to learn the rules.

I

always felt that it was better to have a few rules and
really abide by them, than to have a lot and not enforce
them," she said.

The two she remembers are "one about

gum-chewing and one that said 'No whispering!'"
students themselves made these rules.

The

Elsie recalled that

if there was a disruptive problem in the room, the rest
of, the students didn't like it because it distracted them
from getting their work done, so "we would talk about it,
and they would come up with a rule which they themselves
would enforce."
Although the first graders needed time to get used
to the routine, most were polite and well disciplined, and
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some even knew how to read, especially if they had an older
sibling who had worked with them.
With all of the children coming from farms, such
topics as the weather, crops, cattle, and machinery were
the main focus of their lives.

Knowledge of wildlife and

the cycles of nature were second nature to them.

Perhaps

because of this immersion of their lives in agriculture,
and the isolation of the area, events of the 1960's which
altered the course of history had little impact on Pleasant
View School.

The Viet Nam War, President Kennedy's assination,

and the Women's Liberation Movement were seldom, if ever,
discussed.
The Viet Nam War "had no effect.
even talk about it."

We didn't

But later on, a s Elsie recalled,

"when people started having friends or relatives fighting
over there, it became a much discussed event.

But

that was after I quit teaching."
There was no radio or television in the school,
a nd so when President Kennedy was shot one of the mothers
called the school and told Elsie that the president had
been shot.

"There wasn't much reaction," Elsie said,

when she passed this information on to the students.
However as the days passed, with the children hearing
their parents discuss the assination and its implications,
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and seeing it on television, it became a topic of discussion
at the school.
Elsie had a friend who taught at a two-room school
in which many of the children were Catholic.

This friend

received the news the same way Elsie did--a student's
mother called.

The reaction at her school was marked,

with children being upset and frightened.
As for the Women's Liberation Movement, it was
virtually unheard of.

Not one mother of the children

in Elsie's school worked during her four years as teacher,
and the closest she came to teaching sex education was
in the "Reproduction'' chapter of the science book-"which was very general, nothing explicit or specific.''
Visitors to the school were very few, the visits
from the fire marshal! and the superintendent being the
ones Elsie mainly remembered.

All the parents came out,

however, for the special programs that the school had.
"Support from the parents was really good," Elsie said.
The last year that she taught was the first year that
they had parent-teacher conferences.

This was a new

idea being tried out and they all liked it.
Two special programs that the school had every year
were the Christmas program and the Track Day at the end
of the school year.

The Christmas program would always
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have entertainment put on by the students.

Sometimes

they would memorize poems, sometimes they would put
on a little play.
enjoyed it."

"The kids all had fun, and the parents

After the entertainment the children ex-

changed gifts--they would have drawn names several weeks
earlier--and then everyone would sing Christmas carols.
There was a piano in the school and Elsie played.
Finally would come refreshments.

one of the men

of the neighborhood, dressed up as Santa Claus,
would pass out bags of candy,nuts, and an apple or
orange, or both.

Then with wishes of "Merry Christmas!"

everyone would go home.
Christmas decorations had been put up.
was the center attraction.

The tree

"We would take an afternoon

and decorate the tree," Elsie said.
Track Day was a county-wide event held in late
April or early May.

Parents would drive their children

to the Dighton High School and they would meet out on
the football field, where the track events were held.
The other rural schools in the county and the Dighton
Grade School all participated, except for the last year
that Elsie taught.

By that time it had grown to such

proportions that Dighton felt burdened down having to
get all the people required to be timers, starters,
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scorekeepers and so on.

So the next year the teachers of

the rural schools in the county--Pleasant View, Arny,
Shields, and Alamota, had a Play Day at Shields.

This

took the place of Track Day that year.
Besides these two big events, there were other
special activities at school.

On Friday afternoons they

usually had a spelling bee or an arithmetic relay.
For these relays the students were divided into two teams
and each student worked a problem on the board.
Field trips were fun.

One year they went to the

Pepsi Cola bottling plant at Dodge City.

One year the

teacher at Arny, a two-room school in the county, wanted
to debate.

Elsie thought that would be good for the

students, so she had a debate team.

The parents thought

it was a great idea and were pleased with the "extracurricular" activity.

Teams were made up of students

from the fifth through eighth grades.

Pleasant View

visited Amy for one debate, and Arny came to Pleasant
View for the second (and last) one.
Another year they combined with Missouri Flats, a
one-room school north of Dighton, and had a softball
team.

They played other rural schools, such as Arny,

Shields, Bazine, and so on.

At the end of the season the

Pleasant View/Missouri Flats team won the consultation
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trophy in the final round of games.

"Because Missouri

Flats was going to be closed after that year, we got to
keep the trophy," Elsie remembered.
When she needed supplies, Elsie could go to the
superintendent's office and pick up what she needed.
Other times she would buy what she needed and the school
board would reimburse her.

The textbooks, workbooks, and

so on that she used were used county wide.
new textbooks would be purchased.

Periodically

One year the math

textbooks were to be replaced, and all the teachers in
the county, along with the superintendent, met to select
a new one.
The "new math" concept had just come in, and the
big question was whether to teach the "new math" in
all grades.

It was finally decided to introduce it in

the first through sixth grades.

The teachers felt that

the seventh and eighth graders would do better to stay
with the series they had had for the previous years,
rather than start them in on a completely different
book.
Another time the reading book was to be replaced.
The decision here was between a book that heavily stressed
phonics as opposed to one in which phonics was a minor
part.

Most of the teachers felt that more phonics was
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was better, and so that's the book that was chosen.
The school had a small library and each year Elsie
bought new books with money allocated by the school board.
She selected story books suitable to different grades.
Insurance for both teachers and students was
available through the school, from the Omaha Insurance
Company .

Most teachers and students were insured through

other sources, so very few took out this policy although
the premium was only about six dollars a year.

Elsie

remembers that there was one girl whose parents did take
this insurance out for her.

One day while playing at

recess, the girl fell and sprained her ankle.
hospitalized for a week.
but that from the school.

She was

The family had no insurance
The Omaha Insurance Company

paid the entire bill--for a six dollar policy!
Elsie remembers one accident that happened while
the students were playing May I?.
her arm went through the window.

A girl slipped and
"Surprisingly enough,"

Elsie recalled, "she wasn't hurt."
Another time a boy fell.

He got up and seemed

okay, finishing out the afternoon.

That evening at

supper his fath er looked at him and said , "Your shoulder
doesn't look right."

The boy had a broken collar bone!

The first three years that Elsie taught , all the
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material that she needed to cover was covered in eight
months, and so that's how long the school year was--eight
months.

School began in late August or early September,

getting out in April.

Because of this eight-month school

year, instead of a nine-month year, the third year that
Elsie taught Pleasant View received no state aid.

It

operated entirely on local taxes.
The following year, Elsie's fourth and last year,
the state denied recognition of the year of teaching,
for purposes of a teacher's retirement, unless she taught
for a nine-month year.

So for the first time, in 1963-64,

Pleasant View went to a nine-month year, and once again
received state aid.
On the very last day of school the students and
their parents went to Scott Lake, (Scott City Lake,
they called it,) for an all day outing.

The mothers

would confer beforehand to decide what to bring-usually baked beans, potato chips, sandwiches such
as sloppy Joes, and iced tea.

One year, coming through

Dighton on their way to the lake, the kids talked their
parents into letting them stop at the dime store and
buy water guns.

"If that wasn't something,"

Elsie laughed, "they were squirting water all over everybody!

By the time we sat down to eat our lunch, most of
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the parents had made the kids put those water guns away!"
Elsie's duties at the end of the school year were
to prepare grade cards, fill out reports for the superintendent, and clean the school.
test for the eighth graders.

There was no competency
If they passed the eighth

grade, they could automatically go on to high school.
Having got married in the summer of 1963, Elsie
quit teaching at the end of the 1963-64 school year
because she was starting her family. "I had already
signed my contract for the next year when I found
out that I was going to have a baby.
to

I felt obligated

honor my contract and expressed this to the doctor.
"Who's going to take care of that baby?" he

replied.
I thought

"well I could get a baby sitter, or

leave it with my parents.

But when

I broached the

subject with my parents, their reaction was the same
as the doctor's--'you need to take care of that baby.'"
11

Getting this reaction from two sources helped me

make my decision.

Once I decided to resign, I never

thought any more about it."
The school board had difficulty in replacing
Elsie, and it wasn't until July of that year that they were
able to hire a teacher.

The new teacher arove about
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fifty miles a day round trip.
three years.

She taught for two or

When she resigned some of the parents

wanted to send their children to school in town.
Older siblings were driving in to go to high school,
and so the families in the community met, and voted
to close the school.
Some years later a family in Dighton bought the
school building and moved it into town.

It is now

a private residence across from the Dighton Grade
School.
In the old Pleasant View School District,
District 8, there were eight families and twenty students
when Elsie began teaching in 1960.

There is now only

one family in the district who has children--a young
couple with two children.

Elsie's students grew up

and moved away. Today, if you drive nine miles south,
east,
one mile and a half mile south of Dighton, there stands
an old cistern--the only thing that remains of Pleasant
View School

bosides memories.

